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In February, foreign ministers from the Dominican Republic and six Central American countries
(including Belize but excluding Panama) met with US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright.
Although the meeting reviewed immigration and regional security concerns, the ministers mostly
concentrated on ways to further increase trade with the US, which has grown immensely during
the current decade. In May 1997, when US President Bill Clinton met with his Central American
counterparts in Costa Rica, the leaders agreed to review political and economic relations annually
(see NotiCen, 05/15/97).
The foreign ministers' conference, held Feb. 18 in Washington, DC, marked the first such review. At
the conference, Albright agreed to seek amendments to the US immigration law that would extend
benefits to Hondurans in the US, while also providing more help to Guatemalans and Salvadorans.
In November 1997, the US Congress amended the law, granting automatic permanent residency
to Nicaraguans who arrived in the US prior to December 1995, while allowing Salvadorans and
Guatemalans to seek asylum based on the more lenient regulations contained in the earlier law (see
NotiCen, 12/11/97).
Under changes Albright will support, immigrants from all four northern countries in Central
America would be treated equally. The US is also considering requests from the Central American
nations to increase material and technical aid to combat drug trafficking and to better train and
equip security forces and judicial organizations to fight all crime. Among other things, the US may
help establish an International Law Enforcement Academy on the isthmus. The central focus of the
conference, however, was on increasing trade and attracting more US investment. The ministers
repeated their request for the US to open free-trade negotiations with Central America before the
hemispherewide Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) is formed, an appeal that Clinton rejected
last year.
Rather than a free-trade accord, Clinton promised in 1997 to expand the list of products covered
by the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI), which allows Central American and Caribbean nations to
export selected products duty-free to the US. In November, however, the US Congress rejected
the request, which encouraged the Central American governments to again push for free-trade
negotiations to better compete with Mexico for access to the US market and foreign investment. "We
are willing to negotiate a free-trade agreement with the US even though the Clinton administration
does not have fast-track approval," said Fernando Naranjo. "Central America must find a way
to erase the disadvantages created by Mexico's entrance into the North American Free Trade
Agreement."
Although the proposal was again rejected, the US agreed to create a US-Central America Trade
and Investment Council, which Clinton agreed to in principle during the summit last year. The
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council's statutes will be approved in March. US-Central America trade up nearly 200% since 1990
Even without a free-trade agreement or expanded CBI benefits, trade between the US and Central
America has grown immensely during the current decade. From 1990-1997, total trade between
the US and the five Central American Common Market (CACM) countries Costa Rica, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua jumped 190%, from US$5.477 billion to US$15.874 billion.
Reactivation of the CACM economies, combined with the benefits contained in the CBI, fueled
much of the increased trade. CACM exports to the US jumped by more than 230%, mostly in
manufactured goods from maquiladora industries as well as in other nontraditional exports that
enjoy special benefits under the CBI. In contrast, imports from the US grew by 154%, much of which
were intermediate and capital goods. The slower growth in imports allowed CACM countries to
convert the US$391 million trade deficit with the US in 1990 to a US$969 million surplus in 1997.
Costa Rica and Honduras are the US's two largest trade partners in the CACM, each accounting for
about 28% of CACM exports to the US in 1997. Guatemala followed with about 24%, El Salvador
with 15%, and Nicaragua with 5%. US signs intellectual property rights accord with Nicaragua
Meanwhile, the US is negotiating bilateral accords with Central American countries to improve
trade relations and investment opportunities. In January, Nicaragua signed an intellectual property
rights accord with the US, the first such agreement signed by a Central American nation and only
the fourth such accord in all of Latin America and the Caribbean.
The US hopes the accord will encourage Nicaragua to crack down on widespread piracy of
US airwaves by domestic cable companies, as well as on bootlegging videos, music products,
and computer software. Nicaragua expects the accord to encourage greater US investment in
the country. "The US is our principal trade partner, and we are obviously very interested in
attracting more US investment to the country," said Oscar Aleman, former head of foreign trade at
Nicaragua's Ministry of Economy and Development. "Recognition of intellectual property rights will
have a very strong and direct impact on investment and trade relations with the US."
The US also hopes the accord with Nicaragua will encourage other Central American nations to
sign similar agreements. Negotiations are most advanced with El Salvador, which is expected to
sign an agreement this year. In contrast, Honduras has lagged behind in recognizing intellectual
property rights, leading to rampant piracy of US products and services. In early February, the US
Embassy in Honduras warned the government that unless it does more to scale back bootlegging of
US products, the country could face sanctions.
"Illegal reproduction of music goods, films, and satellite signals is widespread in Honduras," said
US Ambassador James Creagan. "Unless more is done to curb this practice, Honduras could lose
some of its benefits under the CBI and the Generalized System of Preferences." [Sources: Reuter,
01/07/98; Inter Press Service, 01/07/98, 02/07/98, 02/14/98; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 12/01/97,
12/04/97, 12/16/97, 01/10/98, 01/23/98, 02/18/98; Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 01/07/98, 02/17/98,
02/18/98; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 01/07/98, 01/08/98, 02/07/98, 02/13/98, 02/16/98, 02/19/98; Spanish
news service EFE, 02/07/98, 02/17/98, 02/19/98; El Tiempo (Honduras), 01/05/98, 02/24/98; Notimex,
12/11/97, 01/07/98, 01/22/98, 02/13/98, 02/16/98, 02/17/98, 02/19/98, 02/25/98]
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